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Learner construction of corpora for general English in Taiwan
Simon Smith*
NCCU, Taipei, Taiwan
This exploratory study describes a framework for data-driven learning (DDL),
in General (nonmajor) English university classes, in which learners construct
linguistic corpora instead of merely consulting them. Prior related work has
addressed the needs of language specialists, in particular trainee translators who
are learning how to compile glossaries, rather than nonmajor students of English.
It is argued in this article that the process of creating a corpus inculcates a sense of
ownership in the learner and therefore has a motivational impetus. This is
especially true, it is claimed here, when the topic of the corpus is of personal
interest to the learner, or coincides with their major ﬁeld of study. Learners may
pursue language study for only a short period of their university career but once
the corpus is constructed, some students may be suﬃciently motivated to consult
it and add to it when needed. Moreover, the process of compiling the corpus may
lead to the acquisition of not only language but also useful transferable skills,
including IT and problem-solving competencies. This study presents some of the
motivational issues surrounding DDL in Asia and suggests corpus construction
as a solution. Previous research on corpus construction by learners is reviewed.
In the experiment which forms the core of this study, 90 freshmen compiled
and analyzed corpora as part of a General English course in Taiwan. Of these,
19 students completed ﬁnal projects based on corpora they had compiled. Their
ﬁndings – and reactions to the use of corpora compilation as a language learning
tool – are reported in a qualitative data analysis.
Keywords: ELT; Taiwan; DDL; corpus construction
Introduction 4
In recent years, Western ELT scholarship has paid considerable attention to student-
centered and computer-based learning, focusing in particular on the pedagogical use
of linguistic corpora. The use of linguistic corpora in language learning often takes
the form of concordance analysis by students or data-driven learning (DDL). Johns
(1991) likens the language learner (on the DDL model) to a researcher, analyzing
target language data and becoming familiar with the language through the
regularities and consistencies encountered.
As Johns explained, DDL attempts to impart linguistic knowledge by making
available samples of authentic language, from corpora, and inviting language
learners to tease out or discover usage patterns for themselves, eﬀectively acting as
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researchers rather than mere language students. The present article describes a
reﬁnement of DDL, whereby the learners were given tools to build and analyze their
own corpora. The work is novel in two respects. While much has been written on the
creation of corpora by learners, any previous work on their creation by
nonspecialists seems to have gone unreported (although Kennedy & Miceli, 2001,
describe and evaluate the consultation of corpora by nonlanguage majors).
Furthermore, it is one of only a handful of qualitative DDL analyzes based on
Taiwan data.
In what follows, some of the challenges for English learning in Asia are reviewed,
with respect in particular to learner motivation, and how this has aﬀected the
adoption of corpus based approaches here. I address motivational and cultural
issues that aﬀect learning choices, and make a case for corpus construction as a
pedagogical task that holds considerable promise, which may yield better results
for some learners than other DDL task types. The importance of ownership of the
deliverable, a corpus, is discussed and it is argued that corpus construction is
one way to acquire useful transferable skills. There follows an extensive review of the
literature on corpus construction by learners and a description of the WebBootCat
(WBC) software used by the students in my class.
Then, I present some of the content and outcomes of a semester-long course
featuring corpus construction by nonspecialist learners. The analysis is entirely
qualitative in nature and draws on homework submitted by students, who not only
reported on interesting ﬁndings from their corpora but also provided some
commentary on the usefulness of homemade corpora, as compared to large reference
corpora, as well as what they thought about the task itself. The article concludes
with a discussion of limitations of the research and presents plans for future work.
The study attempts to answer the following research questions:
(1) Do students ﬁnd corpus construction and consultation enjoyable and useful?
(2) Does their English improve as a result?
(3) Do they have a sense of ownership of the corpus?
(4) Do they consult or modify the corpus after the course ends?
(5) Do they acquire any transferable, nonlinguistic skills, such as IT, critical
thinking or problem solving?
Motivational challenges in Asian classrooms
In the universities of Taiwan, and many Asian nations, those teaching English to
nonmajors have to overcome certain hurdles if they are to successfully use DDL or
other corpus-based techniques. The detractors of DDL, according to Johns (1991),
believe only ‘‘intelligent, sophisticated, and well-motivated’’ students will beneﬁt
from DDL. While not going as far as to claim that unintelligent, unsophisticated, or
poorly motivated students will get anything out of DDL, he does note that one might
be surprised at the achievements of ‘‘most students[,] given the opportunity to show
what they are capable of.’’ (p. 12)
Obviously, Taiwanese undergraduate students are no more or less intelligent
across the board than their counterparts elsewhere, and it would be inappropriate to
make general claims about their degree of sophistication; it is widely accepted among
English teachers in Taiwan, though, that students who are not majoring in English
studies are generally not well motivated to learn the language. Lai (2008) found that
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university student motivation often wanes over the course of a semester, while Ho
(1998) attributes low motivation (in high schools) to the fact that English is a
compulsory subject which ‘‘has little to do with the daily life of . . . students.’’
Perhaps some of the blame for the lack of motivation can be apportioned to
teachers: Cheng and Do¨rnyei (2007) ﬁnd that in Taiwan ‘‘most practising
teachers . . . do not deem adopting interesting learning tasks a signiﬁcant component
of motivating learners.’’
In a study of two Asian students with diﬀering needs (not from Taiwan),
Turnbull and Burston (1998) highlighted the impact of both motivation and degree
of specialization on the success of concordancing. One, a student of Applied
Linguistics, who planned to remain in Australia after the course, adapted well to the
DDL task, and successfully used concordances as a language learning tool. The
other, studying Public Policy and Management, had no real need to improve his
English for academic or professional life. He found it diﬃcult to ﬁgure out what to
do with corpus data and appeared to prefer a traditional approach to language
learning. The author’s teaching experience would place many General English
students in Taiwan in the latter category: they have little immediate need for English
and no plans to live in an English-speaking country.
Can DDL work in Asia?
Hadley (2002) used printed concordance materials with intermediate Japanese
students. Despite his own initial reservations, he did report some success: many of
his students believed that DDL helped their studies. Others, though, found the
approach diﬃcult and ‘‘incoherent.’’
A potential objection to DDL in Taiwan or Japan is that learning through
reﬂection and discovery does not seem to ﬁt too comfortably into the received model
of Asian pedagogy. Most stakeholders (students, parents, university administrators,
education oﬃcials, and unfortunately many teachers) have a fairly traditional
understanding of the learning process, where essentially the teacher delivers content
and the students somehow absorb it (or the students practice production, and the
teacher corrects them where necessary). Sun and Wang (2003) bemoan their ﬁnding
that Taiwanese teachers ﬁnd inductive learning ‘‘too time-consuming.’’ The situation
prevails despite the best eﬀorts of Taiwan universities, both private and public, to
encourage and reward student-centered learning and learner autonomy (Savignon &
Wang, 2003). Cheng and Do¨rnyei (2007, p. 168), indeed, found that the motivational
strategy of ‘‘promoting learner autonomy’’ is hardly used in Taiwanese EFL
contexts.
A second diﬃculty for DDL in Taiwan lies in the type of study exercises often
associated with the approach. Given the foregoing paragraphs, the reader might be
surprised to learn that exercises which would be acceptable to Western learners
might well be too dull for Taiwanese consumption. Let us explain. In the years spent
studying English before university, most students will not usually have learned
communicative skills, and will have had only rare opportunities to speak English.
Vocabulary and grammar are taught by memorization and exposure to pattern
sentences, followed by exercises, typically consisting of gap-ﬁll questions or error
correction.
Now, university freshmen are aware that there are problems with the high school
approach; although they are often not very motivated to acquire communicative
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Computer Assisted Language Learning 3
skills in English, they do expect to be taught in a way that is markedly diﬀerent from
their high school experience. The last thing one would expect them to want is more
gap-ﬁlls and error correction exercises. Ironically, DDL solutions do often take these
forms (Johns, 1991, 1997); indeed, Thurstun and Candlin (1998) and Boulton (2008)
commend gap-ﬁlls precisely because of their familiarity to students.
The sorts of gap-ﬁll exercise set in high school textbooks are not merely
inauthentic; they are often downright implausible and sometimes even unacceptable
to native speakers. The fact that gapped concordance lines to be completed are on
the whole authentic, though, is lost on many students. De-contextualized, the lines
are often diﬃcult to make sense of, even if students are encouraged to work
in sentence rather than keyword in context (KWIC) mode, such that sentences,
rather than sentence fragments, can be viewed in a concordance. In the absence
of motivation to learn, corpus investigation is unlikely to lead to the sense of
achievement experienced by some learners at serendipitous linguistic discovery
(Bernardini, 1997; Cheng, Warren, & Xu, 2003).
Rising to the motivational challenges
The motivational picture is not all bleak, however. Students do enjoy certain types of
creative and productive tasks, especially when they feel they have ownership of the
outcome. Students asked to make a short ﬁlm featuring the members of their group,
for example, will generally have a better time and learn more than if they had been
asked to simply present a skit in class; students prefer to keep a regular blog, which
can be read and responded to by teacher and peers, than turn in traditional writing
assignments. There seem to be two main reasons for the preference. First, a
permanent record is kept: there is a tangible (or at least digital) object which can be
viewed and reviewed and shown to others; and, as noted, the object is then owned by
its creators. This sense of ownership probably does not extend to (say) an ordinary
writing task, graded and returned by the teacher.
Second, the students have to deploy nonlinguistic skills to complete the task: they
need to learn how operate the camera to best eﬀect and how to save, store, and play
the resulting digital ﬁle. In the case of blogging, they need to know how to navigate
the blog interface, how to add pictures, and change fonts, and formatting. Useful
transferable skills are often acquired, although the extent to which this happens will
of course depend on the student’s background. Jackson (1997) lists a number of such
skills that his Computer Aided Text Analysis students acquired: project manage-
ment, problem solving, and report writing, as well as computer skills. In fact, some
of his students signed up for the course in order to try to overcome their own
‘‘computer phobia’’ (p. 237). Other writers have studied the interplay between the
learning of language and of ICT skills, in particular Cheng et al. (2003) who describe
a corpus linguistics course intended to bridge the gap between ICT and discourse
analysis, ‘‘two formerly discrete subjects’’ (p. 177). Boulton (in press) found that his
students learnt a lot about ICT while working on their corpus-based projects,
in particular more eﬀective use of the Internet and advanced features of Microsoft
Oﬃce products. Of course, ICT is not for everyone but it is safe to say that young
adult learners, in Taiwan at least, enjoy the challenge of using technology for
assignments.
Using corpus creation software presents a similar challenge as far as the use of
technology is concerned. While students may ﬁnd corpus consultation somewhat
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anodyne and dry, they might be expected to take some pleasure in creating their own
domain-speciﬁc corpus, particularly if it is related to their personal interests or area
of study. They will certainly have ownership of the resulting corpus: they set the
keywords and parameters for its construction, and they are able to use it or add to it
at any time.
Braun (2005) discusses what makes a corpus ‘‘pedagogically relevant.’’ Her
remarks are made in the light of the claim by Widdowson (1978) that authentic
texts – corpus materials – are only of use if they can be authenticated by the learner;
that is to say, the learner can deﬁne or imagine a context for the text. Braun (p. 53)
suggests that some of the conditions for authentication will have been satisﬁed if
the corpus is ‘‘relevant for the needs of the target group,’’ and gives ‘‘genre-speciﬁc
corpora’’ as one way of meeting those needs. A corpus created by students, in the
domain in which they specialize, certainly qualiﬁes as ‘‘relevant’’.
Low motivation to learn English notwithstanding, one call that will in most cases
be made upon the students’ English is the need to understand textbooks and other
academic writing. Although in most cases Taiwanese students only take English for
the ﬁrst year of their university careers, they will often need to draw upon their
knowledge of the language in subsequent years. The knowledge needed will often
be the terminology and usage of the academic discipline in which they happen to be
majoring; the availability of a domain-speciﬁc corpus will give students access to the
sublanguage in which they are interested, as well as a sense of how it diﬀers from
general English. The corpus can be extracted from current, relevant documents on
the Web, and can be updated and consulted at any time.
The learner-built corpora in this study, therefore, are pedagogically relevant
(because they are in the student’s area of specialization) and constitute a concrete
resource from which the student might be expected to derive a sense of ownership.
Prior research on corpus construction
This is by no means the ﬁrst time that domain-speciﬁc corpora have been used for
language learning. Aston (1995) assembled small corpora from CD-ROM collections
of texts and assigned exercises on collocation and grammatical patterns. Tribble
(1997) demonstrated ‘‘quick and dirty’’ ways to assemble 30–40 thousand word
themed corpora, using the Microsoft Encarta software. Both writers make the point
that small, on-topic corpora like these are potentially more useful for language
learning than concordances from large generic corpora, which, while authentic and
representative of the language, may overwhelm learners with their unpredictable and
sometimes incomprehensible contexts.
The themed corpora reported by Tribble (1997) were built by teachers (as
opposed to learners, as in the case of the present study) as part of their materials
development. In later work, Aston (2002) compares the relative beneﬁts of published
corpora and those which are homemade by either teachers or the learners themselves.
He ﬁnds in favor of a hybrid solution, where a learner extracts a domain- or usage-
speciﬁc subcorpus from a published corpus, noting too that experience in corpus
compilation is likely to sharpen the learner’s creativity and critical awareness.
What follows is a brief review of the literature on learner-built corpora: usually
action research, where the teacher has instructed students to build a corpus in the
hope that they will acquire linguistic or other skills, either during the building
process or in subsequent use – or preferably both.
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Tyne (2009) reports on a course in which British students were asked to create
spoken corpora of French. This diﬀers somewhat from the present work, in that
Tyne’s students’ task was to record authentic French, using native speakers. They
then had to prepare a transcription. The goal was not, primarily, to improve the
learners’ French, although it turned out, unsurprisingly, that most students did feel
their French had got better. The task was assigned as part of a sociolinguistics class,
to teach the students about variation in language. Tyne emphasizes the importance
of the process of corpus building, and the students’ sense of ‘‘ownership’’ of their
corpus which emerges from that process: ‘‘Le corpus apparaıˆt ici non pas comme une
simple source de donne´es pour l’enseignant ou l’apprenant, pouvant eˆtre interroge´e
par un ensemble d’outils, mais comme une ressource, fabrique´e par l’apprenant qui
va servir dans l’apprentissage de la langue tout en nourrissant une re´ﬂexion
sociolinguistique sous-jacente.’’ [This kind of corpus is much more than just a data
source for teacher or learner; it is a resource of the learner’s own making, helping
him or her to acquire language, while at the same time cultivating the kind of
sociolinguistic reﬂection which underpins acquisition.] (Tyne, 2009, p. 93)
Boulton (in press) presents a corpus linguistics course, for French postgraduate
students of English, which he designed and taught. His students were mature
individuals with strong motivation to learn and a willingness to do so autonomously.
As with the course taught by Tyne (2009), Boulton is more interested in the learning
process than the ﬁnal product. Students had the responsibility for ‘‘deﬁning the
question, choosing the corpus, ﬁnding the appropriate tools, using their ingenuity
to overcome the problems they [would] inevitably encounter’’ (p. 3). In this case, the
ﬁnal product is a corpus-based piece of research, not a corpus per se. However, in
choosing their data sources, students had the option to use published or homemade
corpora. Students were also free to use both types, for comparative purposes. In all,
27 of the 30 participants took up the option to create their own corpus, either from
the Web or from some other source. Of that number, 15 decided to use published
corpora as well. One of the students compared simpliﬁed and unabridged versions of
the same English novel, using vocabulary proﬁling software. Several of the projects
analyzed rock music lyrics, while others examined speciﬁc linguistic points.
Seidlhofer (2002) describes the use of a collaborative learner corpus in her class
of advanced and highly motivated trainee English teachers, making the students’
own work the ‘‘primary objects of analysis’’ (p. 217). This approach, she claims,
encourages the students to engage in noticing, linguistic hypothesis testing, and
metalinguistic reﬂection. Attending to these procedures, according to Swain’s (1995)
output hypothesis, makes learners ‘‘more likely to modify their output, and do so
successfully.’’ Seidlhofer’s students were asked to write a summary and a
commentary on a Time article she supplied. The students’ work was collected in
electronic format, names were deleted and a representative sample distributed to all
students. They then – in small groups – compiled a list of questions about the
writings, which addressed aspects of lexis, grammar and style as well as content.
Spurred on by the fact that they had themselves produced the writing, and wanting
to know how it could be improved, the students were enthusiastic about using the
corpus tools to which they had been introduced, including concordancing, to answer
some of the questions.
There is a signiﬁcant body of work on student-built corpora in terminological
and translation studies. Because professional translators are often given assignments
which lie outside their own area of expertise, it is important for them to understand
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unfamiliar technical terms in the source document, as well as to be able to translate
them accurately into the target language. There are specialist dictionaries and other
resources available to help them but they are not always suﬃciently comprehensive
or up to date for the purpose. A resource which does not suﬀer from these two
constraints is the World Wide Web; given the means to compile assignment-speciﬁc
corpora from the Web, and thereby to extract relevant terminology, trainee
translators would clearly be well equipped to handle assignments in unfamiliar
domains.
Maia (1997) had her Portuguese-English translation students build themed
corpora, for the purpose of compiling domain glossaries. Initially the students
transcribed paper documents and used CD-ROMs (including Encarta), but once
Web access was available to the class, that became their principal data source.
Domains explored by the students included current aﬀairs (electoral systems; war
and conﬂict) and other topical issues such as ecology and IT. In some cases, existing
glossaries found on the Web were enhanced, in others the terms were extracted from
domain texts by the students.
Castagnoli (2006) also discusses the importance of the Web as a resource for
translators and terminologists, containing as it does a vast number of texts on
practically all subjects, and in nearly every register. Because there is no upper bound
on the size of a corpus that can in principle be generated from the web, corpus users
are unlikely to ﬁnd that their queries return few or zero results. The web also oﬀers
the advantage that most translators – and indeed most language learners – are
already familiar with it and use it regularly.
Castagnoli’s terminology students, who were translators in training, used the
BootCaT toolkit (Baroni & Bernardini, 2004) to generate web corpora on speciﬁc
topics, and extract lists of terms which could be used to compile glossaries and term
databases. The students found that a larger number of relevant terms could be
extracted when the domain chosen was highly specialized. Thus, a company law
corpus yielded a lot of vocabulary in that domain, while a cellphone corpus contained
a higher proportion of general terms. Castagnoli ascribes this disparity to diﬀerences
in the nature of websites found in the diﬀerent domains: company law websites are
likely to be descriptive and factual, while cellphone websites are more likely to have a
commercial or persuasive purpose. By way of assessment, the students were given a
technical translation task and were asked to prepare for it by building a web corpus
in the relevant domain, and extracting from it a glossary of terms.
A number of studies, then, have shown how corpus creation tasks can beneﬁt
language students. Most of these studies, though, have been based on corpora
assembled by teachers or students from texts. Only Castagnoli’s (2006) study reports
on the automatic generation of corpora – by students of translation – from the web.
The present study extends that work to the needs of nonspecialist, nonmajor
undergraduate students of English.
Methodology
Software used: WBC and Sketch Engine
In the course which is the focus of the present article, students used a reﬁned version
of BootCaT to create their corpora, known as WBC. TheWeb preﬁx denotes that the
program itself runs as a web interface: unlike the original BootCaT (which does
nonetheless make use of the Web!) it does not have to be installed on the user’s
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computer. Baroni, Kilgarriﬀ, Pomika´lek, and Rychly´ (2006), in a paper which
introduces WBC, again focus on the tool’s utility as an aid to technical translators.
Smith, Sommers, and Kilgarriﬀ (2008) explore the use of WBC to generate
vocabulary lists for English learning.
The choice of software tool was partly motivated by the fact that the students
had already been using the Sketch Engine (SkE; Kilgarriﬀ, Rychly´, Smrzˇ, & Tugwell,
2004), the corpus query tool in which WBC is embedded. Although SkE was
originally designed for use by lexicographers and corpus linguists, many of its
features help in making corpus data more accessible to language learners: see, for
example, Thomas (2008) for an account of SkE in use by Czech students of English.
Concordances are enhanced by making available a sentence mode, as well as the
traditional KWIC mode, so that more may be gathered from the context, and
allowing the display of a much larger window of context than just one line.
Concordance lines can also be ranked by quality: a good example (GDEX) sentence
is deﬁned by Kilgarriﬀ, Husak, McAdam, Rundell, and Rychly´ (2008) as one which
is neither too short nor too long, which does not contain a lot of rare words or
anaphors (which can sometimes only be resolved by looking outside the sentence),
among other constraining parameters. As well as this fairly powerful concordancing
function, SkE oﬀers word sketches, which provide a one-page summary of the
contextual behavior of a word, listing collocations with frequencies and salience.
There are also a statistics-based thesaurus and a sketch diﬀerences module which
highlights the collocational diﬀerences between two similar words, among others.
All modules allow the user to click through to the concordancer, and view the word
or collocation in context.
WBC is a convenient tool for automatic domain-speciﬁc corpus generation.
Given the choice between such a web-based tool and manual assembly of a corpus
from texts, all Castagnoli’s (2006) students chose the BootCat option, as noted in the
previous section. The nonspecialist students in this study, it was felt, would have
neither the time nor the inclination to build their corpora by browsing the Web
manually.
WBC is not a free tool, and a SkE software license must be purchased to use it.
Although one would have to forgo the convenience of creating and analyzing
corpora with one tool, teachers might prefer to download the free BootCat software
(and new graphical interface) from http://bootcat.sslmit.unibo.it/.
The WBC algorithm is conceptually simple. First, a search is seeded with any
number of words selected by the user. N-tuples (for example, triples or quadruples:
arbitrary selections of 3 or 4) of the seed words are sent to the Yahoo search engine.
The returned web pages are then used to build the corpus. A substantial amount of
ﬁltering is done to exclude web pages which do not mostly contain running text of
the language in question. Measures include rejecting pages containing too many
words held on a stop list, and very short and excessively large web pages: a user
interface provides control over these ﬁlters. The resulting corpus may be used in two
distinct ways. First, it may be inspected with the SkE concordancer and other
modules (word sketch etc.) described above, to learn about a particular word and its
collocations. The student could then make a comparison with the distribution of the
word in a general corpus, such as the BNC.
The second possibility is that the user can generate term lists from WBC: to do
this, all words in the corpus are automatically counted and their frequencies are
compared with their frequencies in a reference corpus. Words whose frequencies are
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signiﬁcantly higher in the created WBC corpus than the reference corpus are
assumed to have a strong association with the domain implicit in the original seed
words (Baroni et al., 2006). In this study, learners were assigned both SkE and term
list related tasks.
The default parameters of WBC are adequate for most purposes, and the
designers recommend that they should be left alone by nonexpert users. However,
the user does have the option to adjust the number of seed word tuples, the number
and size of web pages used in corpus construction, and various other parameters.
Students selecting the WBC ﬁnal project were invited to experiment with diﬀerent
parameter settings, and some, though by no means all, enjoyed and learned from this
‘‘software tweaking’’ experience, as will be explained in the Results.
SkE and WBC are complex and sophisticated, and as with any professional
software, a user learning curve is expected. However, most of the functions are
immediately usable by language learners, and of those students choosing the WBC
project none reported have any diﬃculty using it. For those with lesser language
skills, a Chinese version of the SkE user interface has since the study been made
available.
Participants
In all, 90 students at a public university in Taiwan took part in the study. The
students, virtually all freshmen, were enrolled in one of three compulsory General
English classes taught by the author, a native English speaker, in the Spring semester
of 2008/2009. Each class included students majoring in diﬀerent disciplines within
the same broad area of study (social sciences, humanities, or commerce). They
completed two preparatory corpus building tasks, and received basic training in
corpus study in the form of mini-lectures. Toward the end of the semester, they were
allowed to choose one of three ﬁnal projects, contributing 25% toward the course
grade. A total of 19 students chose the corpus building option, 22 students an option
on language learning websites, and the majority, 49 students, a project on the use of
concordancing and other features of the SkE. It is not clear whether there was any
correlation between choice of project and academic specialism; in each of the three
classes, the rank order of popularity of the three options was, in any event, the same.
In Project 2, students were invited to compare and contrast a number of language
learning websites and platforms, some of which had been used in class over the
semester, while others were to be sought out by the student. The sites were of
diﬀerent types, including interactive CALL sites mainly targeting listening, for
example, or vocabulary. The list also featured online dictionaries and thesauruses,
large general purpose ESL sites such the BBC’s and British Council’s, as well as a
selection of corpus sites including the BNC, and sites using corpora for ESL, such as
Lextutor. Discussion of the relative usefulness of CALL and traditional language
learning was also expected.
In Project 3, students gave a detailed account, with screenshots and examples, of
the SkE (but not WBC), paying particular attention to one of its principal modules
(concordancing, word sketches, thesaurus, and sketch diﬀerences, as they wished).
They also commented on the utility of corpora as language learning tools.
It was suggested once or twice, in class, that students might want to explain what
led them to make their choice of project. Of the students choosing the corpus
building project, Project 1, eight students gave reasons for their choice. four students
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claimed that the project was of interest because it was relevant to their own ﬁeld of
study. Two students expressed a desire to build their own corpus (as opposed to
consulting a public corpus); these were two of the three students who indicated (as
shown in Figure 6 below)5 that they would return to WBC and use their corpora
again after the course ended. One student asserted, rather unadventurously, that the
project was ‘‘easier’’ than the other options; perhaps not surprisingly, she was one
of the two students who indicated explicitly that she would not be returning to
corpus work.
The instructions for the WBC task were longer than the other two projects.
Although the reason for this was pointed out at the beginning of the instructions
(because the basic steps for compiling a corpus were repeated there, to help students;
see Appendix) it is possible that the apparent task length could have put some
students oﬀ.
Of those choosing the CALL option, the ﬁve students who commented on their
reasons said essentially that they wished to examine fun, nontraditional ways to learn
English. It is perhaps surprising that more students did not choose this option; many
CALL web applications are great fun, and all students seemed to enjoy the CALL
laboratory sessions held over the semester. In the event, almost as many students
chose the apparently relatively dry corpus construction as the superﬁcially more
exciting CALL option.
Nine of those choosing Project 3, the SkE module topic, responded over-
whelmingly that the fact that SkE had been used in class over the year, and they were
already familiar with it, motivated their choice.
Learner tasks
WBC and SkE instruction was delivered by means of mini-lectures (10–15 minutes at
a time, of a two-hour General English class). Students were given an introduction to
corpora and concordancing, with some examples taken from Chinese corpora in an
eﬀort to make the material more accessible. The value of corpora as a source of
authentic English was emphasized, as was the importance of learning from context
and collocation, as opposed to memorizing English vocabulary and Chinese
translations. To this end, the students were asked to explore the meaning and usage
of unfamiliar words in their regular reading assignments, by studying common
collocations in SkE word sketches. For this purpose, large corpora such as the
British National Corpus and the web corpus ukWaC (Ferraresi, Zanchetta, Baroni,
& Bernardini, 2008) were used.
In addition to the mini-lectures and exposure to general corpora, two
preparatory corpus building tasks were set. Interested students could then choose
a more demanding, longer corpus building and analysis option as their ﬁnal project.
In the event, 19 of the 90 students took up this option. The sequence of teaching and
learning procedures are set out in Figure 1.
Preliminary workshop
A two-hour workshop was given later in the semester where students worked
individually on a number of SkE tasks, including making concordances and word
sketches. One of the tasks was to create a corpus with WBC. The instructions were as
in Figure 2.
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It is fairly clear from the WBC input form how to enter seed words, opt for a
POS-tagged corpus and make a wordlist; Figure 3 shows the program interface.
Students who were unsure were invited to ask during the workshop. The students’
choice of seed words, however, did not always seem terribly well motivated; the
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Figure 1. Teaching and learning steps. 8
Figure 2. WebBootCat workshop student instructions.
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notion of ‘‘choosing a topic’’ may have been unfamiliar to some students, to judge
from some of the selections made. One student chose the seed words hug, hold, and
press, another bad, excellent, and great. From these selections, it is not obvious what
topics they had in mind, or what sort of texts they expected the search to yield.
In other cases, though, students chose the sorts of seed words that one might
conceivably pick when conducting an ordinary web search on a given topic: Japan,
comic, character for texts on manga (the student probably did not use the seed word
manga itself because he was not aware that it is used in English); ﬁction, historical,
novel for a corpus on historical novels. It would probably not have occurred to the
student to use the multiword term ‘‘historical-novel’’ (although WBC does in fact
allow for this, as can be seen from Figure 3).
Leaving it up to students to choose their own topic led to some novel and
sometimes bizarre selections: one student named her corpus ‘‘Haha’’ and used seed
words funny, giggle, laugh, smile. Other corpora built included ‘‘cake,’’ ‘‘chocolate,’’
‘‘ghosts,’’ and the somewhat unsettling ‘‘killing.’’
Corpus comparison task
Two weeks later in the course, after feedback on the ﬁrst task had been provided, the
students were asked to make a comparison of the corpora they had created with a
general reference corpus. The purpose was to contrast the distribution of on-topic
and oﬀ-topic terms in the two types of corpus. The instructions in Figure 4 were
issued, and the students were told to assume that they related to a ‘‘Police and
Crime’’ corpus.
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The predicted answer is that the distribution of the on-topic term will not diﬀer
very much from one corpus to the other, in terms of the sorts of collocations it
participate in, unless not all senses of the word carry an on-topic meaning. For
example, the word charge has a number of senses, including the intuitively salient
‘‘take money in exchange for goods or services’’; in the ‘‘Police and Crime’’ domain,
we would expect charge to be used more commonly with the sense ‘‘formally accuse
[of a crime].’’ Thus, we would expect the word police to have two similar
distributions, while the distributions of a word like charge would vary somewhat.
Car participates in specialized collocations in the crime domain, for example
police car and getaway car, so we might expect diﬀerent distributions, here, from
those of the general corpus. Given a word which does not participate in crime-related
collocations, we would predict a similar distribution, or, if the word is rare, it might
not occur in the on-topic corpus. Some students grasped the signiﬁcance of the task,
and seemed to understand that a domain-speciﬁc corpus can provide useful, topic-
oriented usage data. One such student, G1, commented:
I choose two words, ‘‘guitar’’ and ‘‘style’’. I expect to ﬁnd some collocations about music.
When I use ukWaC to make sketches, for ‘‘guitar’’, the results are deﬁnitely conform to
my expect (sic). I think that is because ‘‘guitar’’ is musical instruments (sic), so any kind
of collocations is to be closely linked with music.
However, ‘‘style’’ is diﬀerent. The sketch result about this word is abundant. When I use
my corpus to ﬁnd collocations, I can get what I want because my corpus is ‘‘rock’’, which is
about music. But in ukWaC, there are hair ‘‘style’’, architect ‘‘style’’, clothes ‘‘style’’ or
life ‘‘style’’. The range is quite big!
Several other students were much less certain about the relative distribution in
the specialized and general corpora. One student, L1, seemed to ﬁnd it problematic
that in a general corpus the word size occurred in all sorts of contexts, while in her
‘‘sports’’ corpus there were ‘‘surprising’’ concordance lines, including one referring
to the ‘‘size of tennis courts.’’
Final project
Students were given a project worksheet, which is supplied in full as Appendix 1.
They were asked to build a new corpus, this time based on their own major subject,
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Figure 4. Corpus comparison task instructions.
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and to try to optimize their corpus, by adjusting some of the parameter settings, as
described by Castagnoli (2006) and Baroni et al. (2006). Students were asked to
bootstrap a second corpus from the key terms generated by the ﬁrst (as described in
Baroni & Bernardini, 2004), and ﬁnally to answer three questions (repeated for the
reader’s convenience in Figure 5).
Results and discussion
In their ﬁnal project, some students took the opportunity to say what they felt about
the task. The ﬁve research questions addressed by this study were not explicitly posed
as questions to the students, because most students would simply have responded
in the aﬃrmative if that had been done. However, 17 students did make relevant
comments, and these are tabulated in Appendix 2. A summary of their opinions is
presented in Figure 6.
In the following qualitative analysis, interesting highlights were selected from the
completed homework and project tasks, in an attempt to show whether corpus
construction is of beneﬁt to students and what its limitations are.
Chambers (2005), in her study on corpus consultation by learners, noticed a
‘‘variation in analytical ability’’ among students. Not everyone, she says, was able
‘‘to reﬂect on the nature and limitations of the corpus.’’ It turned out, too, that some
of the students in the present study had diﬃculty getting to grips with the notion of
the corpus as a database of authentic texts, in this case harvested from the Web:
students L3, H1, R1, and T2 interpreted their results in ways that belie
understanding of the structure of the corpus, or the way that the search procedure
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Figure 5. Extract from ﬁnal project instructions.
Figure 6. Students who addressed the research questions of the study in their project.
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works. R1, for example, despairs that she has not been able to extract the ‘‘right’’
meaning of engine from her ‘‘Romance’’ corpus, only instances of search engine;
but that is precisely the context in which one might expect to ﬁnd the word in such
a corpus. Another student wrote of his specialized corpus ‘‘Well, I suppose there
won’t be any result for a word which is not on the topic, but it still has a result. And
I can’t ﬁgure out how it does, I can’t ﬁnd any relationship between the link and
the topic.’’
The response to the parameter-optimizing part of the task was mixed. A number
of students admitted that they did not really understand the parameters or that they
were not suﬃciently advanced users of WBC to be able to manipulate the settings
to good eﬀect. Others did experiment, and some went so far as to discuss the
implications of diﬀerent tuple settings (the number of seed words in each request to
search the Web that WBC makes to Yahoo!). Several students observed that a very
low setting, say one, will return web pages that are less relevant to the topic, because
the queries were based on only one term; while a high setting (n, where n is the
number of seed words speciﬁed) will generate few results, since not many documents
will contain all the words. In the end, most participants concluded the most
satisfactory tuple size was three, some adding that this value (the default) had in any
case been ﬁxed by experts after careful experimentation. Student D1, who built a
Philosophy corpus, did, however, report better results by increasing the size of
tuples.
Student T1, a historian with a special interest in Ancient Greece and Rome,
found that resulting corpus was ‘‘more about Greece than History.’’ There is no
shortage of travel sites on the Web: increasing the tuple size (number of words in a
tuple) might have improved her results, raising the odds that each query included a
historical or academic term.
After WBC has queried Yahoo! for the seed word tuples, it presents the list of
websites found to the user, who can then deselect any inappropriate URLs. This is a
very important function, as it allows one to refuse corpus data from a source which is
in the wrong domain, or the wrong register. Several students found that this function
was useful for removing commercial sites (especially lists or databases, including the
Yellow Pages site).
Turning to the representativeness of the corpora, a student of Economics (E1)
found that many instances of the term economics itself, in the general corpora,
related to school or university study of his subject. His own corpus revealed many
more instances of technical or professional use of the term. Later, investigating the
use of the word elasticity, he found that the Economics corpus contained on-domain
uses of the term, while the general corpus tended to refer to it as a physical property.
He concludes: ‘‘Creating a specialized corpus could be useful when it comes to
researching a particular subject or learning a subject in English. It is useful because
of the diﬀerent results which are much more relevant than searching on a much more
general English corpus.’’ Student S2 likewise concluded that the homemade corpus
was signiﬁcantly more useful than the general corpus, as it included authentic terms
from her subject, accountancy.
E1 also discovered an unexpected distribution for the word car: ‘‘For the word
‘car’ i didnt really think I could ﬁnd a collocation in the WBC corpus, however the
word car seems to come up quite often in economic examples.’’
L2 mentioned that he had learned new, authentic terms from his history corpus:
‘‘After ﬁnishing the project, I learned some words which I’ve never seen in textbook,
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it’s a special experience for me to learn history from Internet!’’ W2 was especially
impressed by the inclusion of multiword economics terms.
Only one student, T2, felt that her corpus was less representative than the general
corpus. She is a student of Business Administration, a domain which (arguably) is
very well represented on the Web generally. Student V1 mentions the trade-oﬀ
between precision and coverage, noting that both specialized and general corpora
have their role. On the whole, though, students conﬁrmed the position of Tribble
(1997) and Aston (1995, 2002) that more specialized corpora have greater
pedagogical value.
Some students commented explicitly on the sense of ownership they derived from
building the corpus and one (P1) on the enjoyment she derived from the process of
building the corpus.
S1: I ﬁnd it is special to have your own corpus. It is unique! You can make corpuses by
your interests. That can make you know words easily because words are about your
own interests. You can know the speciﬁc meaning of the words in diﬀerent area (sic) of
interests.
L1: I think the WBC is helpful to my progress in English. The words from webs are
more related to our life. In addition, WBC can produce a personal corpus. We can make
a corpus which is belonging to our own. It’s a corpus which we really need.
P1: I think WBC is fun sometimes and boring sometimes. When I built my corpus I
think this is fun, and feel interesting. And I feel boring sometimes, because when I
watching the result of word sketch I felt it comes too many collocations and I have to
extract them. The process I think is boring [The student ﬁnds the construction part more
interesting than the consultation].
These comments conﬁrm the positions of Tyne (2009) and Boulton (in press) that
the construction process is more important than the ﬁnal product, and that learners
do indeed feel that they have ownership of the corpora they construct.
From Figure 6, observe that six students stated that they had derived some
nonlinguistic beneﬁt from the corpus construction experience and eight claimed that
it helped their English. Figure 7 shows the work of a student, W1, who responded
that he had beneﬁted in both respects. He built a corpus on ‘‘Stationery’’ using three
seed words. At the point where he took this screenshot, he is preparing to make a
bootstrapped corpus by checking those terms that are in the right domain. He has
missed the proper name Waterman (a brand of fountain pen) and the term rubber
stamp, but otherwise has made a good job of identifying the on-topic items. It is
unlikely that he would have been previously exposed to all of (for example) ballpoint,
Paper Mate (another pen brand) and graphite, as these vocabulary items are not
normally included in the Taiwan high school curriculum.
In order to bootstrap his new corpus, W1 may have used SkE to ﬁnd
examples of usage; he may have searched for the terms on the web, perhaps
returning to the sites from which his corpus data was extracted to look at product
descriptions and images. He might have simply consulted a dictionary. Whatever
his approach was to the task, it is clear that he acquired some language in the
process. He was expected to make a decision (on topic or oﬀ topic?) on each
term, and to do this it would be necessary to reﬂect on the meaning of the term in
a fairly focused way.
From inspection of students’ work at the intermediate as well as ﬁnal stages,
another beneﬁt of the corpus construction process then emerges: without the need
for dedicated audit trail or logging software, it is possible for teachers to make some
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inferences as to what learning has taken place. This knowledge could then be used
for assessment or student feedback.
The extraction of spurious terms such as Click here (also seen in Figure 7) may
well have been more of a help to the student than a hindrance. He would almost
certainly have stopped to think why WBC should have picked up this ‘‘term,’’ and
that might have led him to think more about the extraction process. As mentioned
above, not all students were entirely clear about the source of the keywords and
corpora; possibly, the appearance of Click here served to bring the point home.
The reader will have observed that a number of students expressed some sort of
disappointment or frustration with either the software or the tasks. In all, seven of
the 19 projects made a negative comment of some sort. Of these, one complained
that the analysis of concordances was tedious. Two others failed to understand why
they would get fewer hits for a word in their homemade corpus than in a reference
corpus, even though the former was supposed to be specialized (because the
reference corpus is many times larger). A further two students expected to ﬁnd
specialized uses of terms in their corpora, but encountered mostly more general uses.
Finally, two students claimed to have found bugs in the software: in one case they
were correct, and the issue is being looked into by the SkE team.
Conclusions and limitations of the study
It is an important limitation of this exploratory study that the research questions
were not directly addressed. It was correctly predicted, however, that a proportion of
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Figure 7. W1’s stationery corpus.
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students would address them of their own accord in the ﬁnal project, given the open-
ended nature of the questions. While the intentions of the author in not wishing to
overtax the students with evaluation requests were good, there is no doubt that in the
future a quantitative study should be conducted, in which learners are explicitly and
anonymously asked their views on the research questions, or an assessment made of
the learning that has taken place (by means of pre- and posttests, or similar) through
the corpus construction experience.
As Figure 6 showed, though, there was some support for the research questions.
It is encouraging to note the very small number of negative responses and that there
were as many positive responses as this, given that no speciﬁc evaluative questions
were asked of the students (other than ‘‘describe how well your corpus represents the
topic you chose’’; see Appendix 1). It is disappointing, though, to see that only three
students mentioned that they would probably use WBC again, while a further two
explicitly stated that they would not. Two of those who said they would use corpora
again (as noted in Participants above) also said that in choosing the WBC project,
they had been motivated to build their own corpus rather than consult publicly
available corpora.
It was mentioned above that in total 19 of 90 students selected the corpus
construction task as their ﬁnal project, with the remainder choosing between two
alternative options. Since all students did the earlier in-class and homework tasks,
this was an informed choice, and could in principle be recruited to argue for or
against students’ belief in the usefulness of the task. However, since the other two
tasks were also concerned with student-centered learning and computers, and
discussion of those tasks is beyond the scope of this article, such an analysis was not
done.
Tyne (2009) and Maia (1997) found that not everything about teaching and
facilitating corpus building is predictable and straightforward, and both report that
they learned a good deal along the way. The same is true of the present author – one
could almost describe the process as serendipitous. In particular, although it was
known in advance that more specialized domains would yield improved key term
lists and richer corpora, it was not predicted just how un-specialized some students’
domains would turn out to be, or that some would choose seed words that do not
represent plausible domains. This was one factor that decided the author to
constrain ﬁnal project domains to students’ academic major.
Opportunities for future work
It was shown above that not all this author’s students were comfortable choosing
the keywords which represent a domain, or even selecting a plausible domain for
investigation; probably they would have beneﬁted from some practice in
formulating even relatively simple web searches. Practice with the advanced
Google and Amazon.com searches, advocated by Boulton (in press), and training
in more sophisticated keyword selection and query formulation would also
beneﬁcial to the students, not only as English learners but also as researchers in
their home departments. Close attention to student selection of seed words and
search terms will be amply repaid, and not just in terms of language learning
through corpora.
WBC oﬀers the user to evaluate and ﬁlter out certain URLs from inclusion in the
corpus construction search, as noted earlier, as well as to conﬁne corpus content
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to ‘‘creative commons’’ pages. Although some students took advantage of this to
remove listings content from the corpus, much more extensive use of the functions
could be made in future research. It is not always easy for young adults to evaluate
the quality or usefulness of websites, and language learners often select inappropriate
sources from the Internet for their writing. The WBC URL ﬁlter could be a useful
tool for training students in locating appropriate sources.
It was remarked earlier that some students may not have had a ﬁrm grasp of the
nature of their corpus – what it is, and where the texts came from. While there are
many beneﬁts associated with the use of an automatic tool such WBC, if the students
had been asked to garner their own texts from the Web (following Maia, 1997), or
compile corpora from their own writing (Seidlhofer, 2002), there would have been no
doubt about the provenance of the texts, and the students might have been able to
engage better with the resulting corpora. In a future study, students could be invited
to construct corpora by either (a) using WBC or the free BootCat interface or
(b) individually selecting texts from the Web and university-held databases (leaving
the choice up to the student, or assigning tasks to groups). It would then be possible
to use WBC and SkE to examine both (a) and (b). A comparative evaluation not
only of the two kinds of corpus generation, but also of the degree of insight of the
students choosing each task, could then be conducted.
Only a small number of students stated that they would consult their corpora or
WBC again. In fact, the participants in this study will probably not study English
again during their time at university. Future studies would beneﬁt from participants
whose period of English study is longer than one year, as it would then be easier to
encourage and monitor ongoing use. In this way, an account of the rather motivating
process of corpus construction could be complemented by a more comprehensive
analysis of the use to which learners put the corpus product than was possible in the
present study.
Notes on contributors 6
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Appendix 1. Instructions to students for WebBootCat project
This project looks scary because there are many tasks. In fact, most of these tasks are just to
remind you how to build a corpus! Hopefully, you will end up with a corpus which is truly
related to your major, which shows you relevant vocabulary in use.
Build a corpus, as we have been doing. Do points 1–14, and then answer the questions at
the end. Write 300–400 words for C, maybe less or more for A and B.
(1) Choose 10 or more specialist words or multiword terms from your major to make a
corpus
(a) Perhaps your textbook has a glossary?
(b) To save time later, use a seed term text (Notepad) ﬁle
(2) Give the corpus an appropriate name.
(3) Request a tagged corpus (this will take longer, but you need it to get Word
Sketches).
(4) Don’t change the number of URLs at ﬁrst (because you are using more seed words
than before).
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1000
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(5) When the corpus is ready, extract the keywords, including multiword expressions
(6) Check the boxes of useful words
(7) Make a second corpus, with a new name, and get a keyword list.
(8) Note how many relevant words and phrases are on the list?
Now start again, and do some experiments, to see if you can make your corpus better.
You don’t have to try everything; if you do, you will drive yourself crazy!
(9) Uncheck some of the URLs at the ﬁrst stage, so that some websites are ignored.
(a) Or, you can do the same thing when the corpus is ﬁnished, by creating a sub-
corpus based on certain websites (URLs) only.
(10) Use the cc (creative commons) option.
(11) Try changing some of the advanced options: number of URLs, number of tuples,
page size.
You should now have one or two corpora that are quite good (¼quite representative
of your subject).
(12) Make Word Sketches for
(a) The name of your subject (e.g. Economics).
(b) Your original seed words.
(c) Words which have a diﬀerent meaning in your subject to the normal meaning
(e.g. ‘‘sheet’’ in music, ‘‘pie’’ in statistics, ‘‘death’’ inlinguistics).
(d) An ordinary word, with no special meaning (like ‘‘computer’’ or ‘‘boy’’).
(13) Click on some top collocations (just like regular Sketch Engine homework) and get
concordances.
(14) OR (instead of 12 and 13) make short sample concordances (using beta and GDEX)
for 12a,b,c,d)
(15) Do 12 and 13 (or 14) for an ordinary corpus, like BNC or UKWaC.
Questions
(A) To make a corpus, WBC uses Yahoo! It does an Internet search for groups of words
(usually three words) called tuples. Try to describe in more detail how the program
makes a corpus.
(B) To make a corpus, is it better to just use the default WBC options (for example, 10
URLs per query)? Or do you recommend using diﬀerent options? Explain how you
decided, giving examples.
(C) Using screen shots and other kinds of examples to help you, describe how well your
corpus represents the topic you chose.
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